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~ollaboration 
1 o r e  " s h a r e d  
l i f y  G V S U ' s  
1 d  r e s e a r c h ,  
1 i l d  s t r o n g e r  
c o m m u n i t y .  
I V h a t  d o  y o u  
> c o :  J o s s e y - B a s s  
w r i t e  a b o u t  t h e i r  
R E F L E C T I O N S  O N  T H E  A S S E S S M E N T  
C O N F E R E N C E ,  F E B R U A R Y  8  A N D  9 ,  1 9 9 6 :  
W e n d y  W e n n e r  
A s  p a r t  o f  o u r  r e a c c r e d i t a t i o n  f o r  N o r t h  C e n t r a l ,  a c a d e m i c  a n d  s e r v i c e  u n i t s  h a v e  
a r t i c u l a t e d  g o a l s ,  d e v e l o p e d  m e a s u r e s ,  a n d  b e g u n  t o  c o l l e c t  d a t a  t h a t  w i l l  m e a s u r e  
t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  t h e i r  p r o g r a m s .  A s s e s s m e n t  i s  n o t  t h e  s a m e  a s  e v a l u a t i o n .  
E v a l u a t i o n  m o s t  o f t e n  m e a s u r e s  i n d i v i d u a l  p e r f o r m a n c e ;  a s s e s s m e n t  f o c u s e s  n o t  o n  
i n d i v i d u a l  p e r f o r m a n c e ,  b u t  o n  h o w  e f f e c t i v e l y  a  p r o g r a m  m e e t s  i t s  s t a t e d  g o a l s .  
A s s e s s m e n t  a n s w e r s  s u c h  q u e s t i o n s  a s  t h e s e :  " A r e  w e  d o i n g  w h a t  w e  s a y  w e  d o ? "  
" A r e  s t u d e n t s  g e t t i n g  f r o m  o u r  p r o g r a m s  w h a t  w e  h o p e  t h e y  w i l l ? "  " H a v e  w e  s e t  o u r  
g o a l s  h i g h  e n o u g h ? "  " A r e  t h e r e  w a y s  w e  c a n  i m p r o v e  o u r  p r o g r a m s  t o  m e e t  o u r  
g o a l s ? "  I n  a s s e s s m e n t  w e  c o l l e c t  d a t a  a n d  u s e  t h a t  d a t a  t o  i m p r o v e .  
T h e  r e c e n t  A s s e s s m e n t  C o n f e r e n c e  w a s  m o r e  c h a l l e n g i n g  a n d  u s e f u l  t o  m e  t h a n  
I  e x p e c t e d  i t  t o  b e .  I  e x p e c t e d  t o  l e a r n  s o m e t h i n g ;  I  e v e n  e x p e c t e d  t o  l e a r n  a  l o t ;  b u t  I  
d i d n ' t  e x p e c t  t o  h a v e  m y  i d e a s  a b o u t  a s s e s s m e n t  s h i f t e d  a s  m u c h  a s  t h e y  w e r e .  T h e  
c o n f e r e n c e  j o g g e d  m y  i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d  e n c o u r a g e d  m e  t o  t h i n k  h a r d e r  a b o u t  w a y s  t o  
m a k e  a s s e s s m e n t  m e a n i n g f u l  t o  o u r  d e p a r t m e n t  a n d  d i v i s i o n .  C o n v e r s a t i o n s  w i t h  
f o l k s  f r o m  o t h e r  d i v i s i o n s ,  s c h o o l s ,  a n d  s e r v i c e  u n i t s  p r o v i d e d  a  c o l l e g i a l i t y  a n d  t h e  
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  s h a r e  w h a t  i s  h a p p e n i n g  h e r e  t h a t  w e  h a v e n ' t  h a d  s i n c e  w e  s t a r t e d  t h e  
a s s e s s m e n t  p r o j e c t .  I  c a m e  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  w i t h  n e w  e n e r g y  a n d  a  n e w  
p e r s p e c t i v e  o n  w h a t  w e  m i g h t  d o  t o  m a k e  a s s e s s m e n t  r e a l l y  w o r k  f o r  u s .  
T h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  w a s  t o  b r o a d e n  d i a l o g u e  o n  c a m p u s  a b o u t  w h y  
a n d  h o w  w e  a r e  d o i n g  a s s e s s m e n t  a n d  h o w  w e  c a n  d o  i t  b e t t e r .  P r o v o s t  N i e m e y e r  
o p e n e d  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  w i t h  r e m a r k s  a b o u t  o u r  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  t h e  N o r t h  C e n t r a l  
A c c r e d i t a t i o n  b o d y  t o  c r e a t e  a  p r o c e s s  t o  m e a s u r e  o u r  p e r f o r m a n c e  a c r o s s  t h e  
c a m p u s .  P r e s i d e n t  L u b b e r s  c l o s e d  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  w i t h  r e m a r k s  o n  t h e  c r i t i c a l  i s s u e s  
t h a t  f a c e  G r a n d  V a l l e y  a s  w e  m o v e  i n t o  t h e  f u t u r e .  T h e  s p e a k e r s  a t  t h e  s e s s i o n s  a n d  
w o r k s h o p s  w e r e  K a r l  a n d  K a r e n  S c h i l l i n g ,  f r o m  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i a m i  o f  O h i o .  B o t h  
K a r l  a n d  K a r e n  h a v e  a n  i m p r e s s i v e  l i s t  o f  p u b l i s h e d  a r t i c l e s  o n  a s s e s s m e n t  a n d  
c o n s u l t i n g  e n g a g e m e n t s  w i t h  u n i v e r s i t i e s  a r o u n d  t h e  c o u n t r y .  T h e y  h a d  s t u d i e d  w h a t  
w e  h a v e  d o n e  w i t h  a s s e s s m e n t  a t  G V S U ,  a n d  t h e y  c a m e  p r e p a r e d  t o  c h a l l e n g e  u s .  
T h e  S c h i l l i n g s  c o n v i n c e d  m e  t h a t  a s s e s s m e n t  i s  n o t  g o i n g  t o  g o  a w a y  a n d  t h a t ,  
a l t h o u g h  a s s e s s m e n t  c a n  b e  a  h o o p - j u m p i n g  e x e r c i s e ,  i t  c a n  a l s o  b e  a  w a y  t o  
g e n e r a t e  m e a n i n g f u l  i n f o r m a t i o n  t o  i m p r o v e  o u r  p r o g r a m s .  W h a t  t h e  S c h i l l i n g s  
s u g g e s t e d ,  t h o u g h  t h e y  n e v e r  u s e d  t h e  t e r m ,  i s  t h a t  G V S U  b e c o m e  a  " l e a r n i n g  
o r g a n i z a t i o n " - o n e  i n  w h i c h  e v e r y o n e  o n  a l l  l e v e l s  i s  a s k i n g  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  h o w  w e  
a r e  d o i n g  t h e  j o b  w e  a r e  t r y i n g  t o  d o  a n d  l o o k i n g  f o r  w a y s  t o  d o  i t  b e t t e r .  A s s e s s m e n t  
i s  n o t  j u s t  a  q u a n t i t a t i v e  m e a s u r e m e n t  f o r  a n  o u t s i d e  a c c r e d i t i n g  b o d y .  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  5  
Karen and Karl worked as a "tag team." Karen provided us with background 
information on the latest conceptual and methodological advances in assessment, 
and Karl "worked the crowd," as he said, challenging us to think about the metaphors 
we use to describe education, the roles we play in it, and the mind sets we might 
have that keep us from thinking about assessment as more than just statistics. 
Assessment, according to Karen, needs to be tied to the life of the faculty and 
service units and to the things we value. The fear is that assessment is reductionist 
and won't tell us much about what is important to us. But good assessment can both 
lead to conversations about what we hold to be most important and bring us closer to 
being what we want to be as a university. 
Karen outlined a series of conceptual and methodological advances that have 
made assessment more meaningful: 
1. A shift from assessing only the end product of a program to assessing the 
value the program adds to what students bring to the institution. 
2. A shift away from testing minimal competency to assessment that leads to 
real quality improvement. 
3. The recognition of differences in the epistemological methods of different 
disciplines which make different kinds of assessment appropriate. 
4. A redirection of the focus of assessment from disembodied outcomes to 
students and the learning process. 
5. A broadening of assessment to include larger institutional goals which 
encourage diversity, internationalization, and service learning. 
Karen also suggested six methodological advances that can help us rethink 
institutional assessment: 
1. A recognition of the limits of large scale standardized testing. 
2. A move away from narrow control over measurement by psychologists. 
3. A general dissatisfaction with measurements that are not meaningful. 
4. A focus on the learner and learning and not just the teacher and teaching. 
5. A move toward multiple measures and multiple interpretations of the data 
that we do collect. 
6. A new interest in generating information that is truly of interest to faculty 
and service personnel. 
Karl asked the audience to think about the metaphors we use to describe the 
educational experience. He suggested that we might be using the "pornography" 
method of grading: e.g., "we know an A paper when we see it!" Instead, we might 
consider using a baseball metaphor for trading students: e.g., "I'll give you three quiet 
ones for three talkative ones." Or we might think of the university as a orchestra: Are 
we, as oboes and violins, playing the same piece together, or are some of us playing 
Haydn while the others play Cage. We need to begin creating conversations that will 
make our curriculum visible, allow us to see our collective work, and help us 
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a p p r e c i a t e  w h a t  w e  a r e  d o i n g  w e l l .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  w e  m i g h t  t h i n k  o f  o u r s e l v e s  a s  a  
p o s s e  r a t h e r  t h a n  a s  J o h n  W a y n e s  o r  A n n i e  O a k l e y s .  C a n  w e  s t o p  r e f e r r i n g  t o  o u r  
s t u d e n t s  a s  " m y  s t u d e n t s "  a n d  t h i n k  o f  t h e m  a s  " o u r  s t u d e n t s ? "  C a n  w e  a c k n o w l e d g e  
t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  a  u n i t  a n d  n o t  s i m p l y  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e s  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s ?  
T h e  S c h i l l i n g s  o f f e r e d  p r a c t i c a l  i d e a s  f o r  k i n d s  o f  a s s e s s m e n t  w h i c h  I  h a d n ' t  
t h o u g h t  a b o u t :  o n e - o n - o n e  e x i t  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  s e n i o r s ,  f o c u s  g r o u p s  w i t h  c u r r e n t  
s t u d e n t s  a n d  a l u m n i ,  a n d  c o u r s e  p o r t f o l i o s  c o n t a i n i n g  a  s y l l a b u s ,  a s s i g n m e n t s ,  a n d  
s a m p l e  s t u d e n t  w o r k .  T h e y  s t r e s s e d  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  c r e a t i n g  a  c l i m a t e  i n  w h i c h  
s t u d e n t s ,  f a c u l t y ,  a n d  s e r v i c e  p e r s o n n e l  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e i r  i n p u t  c o u n t s ,  t h a t  o t h e r s  
r e a l l y  w a n t  t o  h e a r  w h a t  t h e y  h a v e  t o  s a y .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  s t u d e n t  g r o u p s  c a n  b e  
i n c l u d e d  i n  a s s e s s m e n t  p l a n n i n g  i n  s u c h  o f  i t s  a s p e c t s  a s  a d v i s i n g ,  t h e  p r o m o t i o n  o f  
d i v e r s i t y ,  a n d  t h e  a c c e s s  t o  t e c h n o l o g y .  
T w o  d a y s  w i t h  K a r l  a n d  K a r e n  c o n v i n c e d  m e  t h a t  w e  n e e d  t o  m a k e  m o r e  e f f e c t i v e  
u s e  o f  e x i s t i n g  d a t a ,  t o  s h a p e  a s s e s s m e n t  i n t o  a  m o r e  i n t e r p r e t i v e  e n t e r p r i s e ,  a n d  t o  
b e  s e n s i t i v e  t o  l o c a l  c u l t u r e  a n d  t h e  w a y  w e  m a k e  m e a n i n g  a t  G V S U  a n d  W e s t e r n  
M i c h i g a n .  T h e y  h e l p e d  m e  s h i f t  m y  t h i n k i n g  f r o m  o n e  q u e s t i o n - H o w  w i l l  w e  
g e n e r a t e  d a t a  t o  u s e  i n  t h e  a s s e s s m e n t ? - t o  s e v e r a l ,  b r o a d e r  o n e s :  e . g . ,  W h a t  
q u e s t i o n s  d o  w e  r e a l l y  w a n t  t o  a s k ?  W h a t  w i l l  w e  d o  w i t h  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  w e  g e t ?  W i l l  
t h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n  b e  u s e f u l  a n d  v a l u a b l e ?  D o  w e  a l r e a d y  h a v e  d a t a  t h a t  w e  c a n  u s e ?  
H o w  c a n  I  g e t  h e l p  f r o m  o t h e r  u n i t s  a n d  d i v i s i o n s ?  I ' m  p l a n n i n g  t o  a s k  t h e  f o l k s  i n  
S o c i o l o g y  f o r  s o m e  h e l p  c r e a t i n g  a  s e n i o r  q u e s t i o n n a i r e  a n d  t h o s e  i n  M a r k e t i n g  f o r  
s o m e  i d e a s  a b o u t  f o c u s  g r o u p s .  I ' m  g o i n g  t o  t a k e  a  t r i p  o v e r  t o  E n g i n e e r i n g  t o  l o o k  a t  
t h e i r  c o u r s e  p o r t f o l i o s .  S i n c e  a s s e s s m e n t  i s  d e f i n i t e l y  n o t  g o i n g  a w a y ,  I  w a n t  t o  t a k e  
p a r t  i n  a  j o i n t  v e n t u r e .  
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